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and removed the key. He examined
key closely before dropping it in his
pocket.

“Just the same,” he said, “this door's
worth guarding. The cop doesn't seem to
be finding much out there. Suppose you
run through the dressing-rooms and the
lofts, Quaile. Maybe I'd better do it
myself. You stay by this door.”

T was obvious that the manager wished

Barbara kept under observation as
much as the door. Quaile nodded. Meo-
Hugh took a handful of matches from his
pocket and climbed the iron staircase.

Barbara's face had lost its vivacity.
With a troubled frown she watched the
man go.

“He makes me feel that I'm in the way.
Why? Do you know?"

Quaile wanted to throw reserve to the
winds. It seemed only fair to tell her of
MecHugh's suspicions. He foreed a laugh.

“The riddles of the sphinx are simple
compared with a manager's whims,”

“I suppose I'm a fool to stay,” she said.

All at once she seemed to grow very
tired. He brought a chair. She sat down,

sighing.
“Thanks. I'm stubborn enough to
wait. [ do want to see what they'll find,

It's all so queer.”

She rested, half closing her eyes. For
a long time they waited without words,
listening to MeHugh and the policeman
as they prowled about, constantly on the
alert for an alarm.

At last the two searchers met on the
stage, and with puzzled faces descended
to the cellar.

“They've found nothing yet,” Barbara
said.

Quaile clenched his hands.

“Then they will. Surely down there—"

But McHugh and the policeman re-
turned empty-handed.

“But I heard a groan after I had fired,”
Quaile insisted.

“There's no blood,” MecHugh an-
swered. “Every door's locked. We've
been in every rat-hole.”

“Except the passage,” Quaile reminded
him.

He went forward and glanced through.
MecHugh peered over his shoulder.

“Where did you stand when you fired?"
he asked.

Quaile entered, and at a distance of
several feet faced the manager. In the
narrow space the acrid odor of the powder
still lingered.

“And where was your figure?” MecHugh
went on.

“A little in front of where you're stand-
ing. Just inside.”

McHugh turned and hurried to the
rear of the stage, where he supplemented
the vague light with matches.

“Come here, Quaile,” he snapped.

Quaile walked over, the policeman at
his heels.

“No dream about that,” McHugh said.

He indicated a groove in one of the
iron steps, then led them to the brick
wall, which in one place had been newly
flaked.

“Your bullet’s there,” he announced.

He thrust his finger into a small orifice.

“I can feel it.""

Quaile moved uneasily.

“Then it wasn't a man in front of me.
He would surely have been hit.”

BARBARA had watched and listened
restlessly. MeHugh glanced at her.
Quaile knew the manager wouldn't cate-

— | chize him as to the details of his experience

in the girl's presence.

“Suppose you'll have to see her home,”
McHugh said under his breath. “So
come to the office the first thing in the
morning. I want every little thing that
happened while you were alone.”

He raised his voice.

“I'm stumped, Quaile. Who locked
that door? Who raised that curtain?
Not here now, anyway. So we might as
well all go home and sleep on it. Better
pick up that lamp of yours.”

Quaile vaulted the footlights and
walked up the aisle to the seat where he
had waited for the thing that limped.

The cover was pushed back, as he had

e left it. The flashlight, too, was where he

had remembered hearing it roll beneath
the seats.

As he arose he pressed the control per-
functorily. He braced himself heavily
against the seat. A brilliant path of light
tore across the auditorium to the farther
wall. He snapped it off. The shadows
jeered at him.

“McHugh!” he shouted.

The manager sprang from the wings,
serambled over the footlights, and ran
along the aisle.

“What's up now, Quaile?”

Quaile saw Barbara step on the stage
and look anxiously in his direction. He
held up the eylinder.

“This,” he said. “I told you when the
limping thing went by it wouldn't work.
Just now, when 1 picked it up—look!”

He pressed the control. The light
glared. MecHugh snatched the eylinder
from his hand.

“You found it exactly where wu
dropped it?"

“Yes.”

“Then you were too excited. You
couldn’t have worked it right.”

“Don’t think that, MeHugh. You
can't do any more than snap the button
back as fa.r as it will go. I did that time
and agam

“This is the strangest thing vet,”
Hugh mused.
way, Quaile.
think about.”

“Can we go now?” Barbara asked, as
they climbed to the stage.

“In a hurry?” MecHugh wanted to
know.

Me-
“I'm glad you came, any-
You've given me a lot to

She shivered.

“It's cold here. I—I'm afraid. I want
to go.”

“All right. You and Quaile open the

stage door while I put out the lights.
Here's the key.”

Quaile took the key and led Barbara
to the iron door.

“It can be dark in here,” McHugh said,
with an uncomfortable laugh. “Got me
guessing. No one's gone out, 50 no one
could have been here.”

As if in defiant contradietion, through
the darkness behind them eame the sound
of limping footsteps.

For a fleeting moment Barbara shrank
against Quaile.

MeHugh stiffened.

“Good God! You hear that?”

CLOSE beside them Quaile caught a

gentle padding. From out the pit-like
night of the theater a tiny lean black
body glided past him, slipped into the
alley, and, before he could touch it,—
before he could convince himself that it
had actually been there,—had slunk from
sight close to the wall. At the same mo-
ment the limping footsteps ceased.

Barbara faltered into the alley. Quaile
and McHugh followed. While the mana-
ger slammed the door and turned the key,
Quaile ran up the alley as far as the fence.
‘He found no sign of a cat. He came back,
speaking with reluctance. His eyes had
had no chance to accustom themselves to
the new darkness. The thing had been so
rapid, so unexpected. He wasn't confi-
dent that the others had seen what he had.

“I thought I saw—" he began.

MecHugh nodded.

“Then I did, but it went by so quick,”

“A shadow,” Barbara whispered. “Can’t
we go? 1 want to get away from this
place.”

Quaile realized the futility of entering
again the building which he had twice
assured himself was empty, yet which had
just given them fresh proof of habita-
tion, mysterious and not to be aceounted
for.

“We can't do anything more to-night,”
McHugh agreed, and led them to the
sidewalk,

He turned from an unseeing stare at the
arc light on the corner to Barbara. His
manner toward her, which had been harsh
and contemptuous, altered. He at-
tempted a rough kindness.

“You look sort of sick, Barbara. Re-
member, you're a mnervy girl. If old
Woodford is walking around inside, he's
got nothing against you. Don't you

worry. And, until we find out what went
on in there to-night, you keep your mouth
shut. Don't you let any of it get to
Wilkins.”

Her answer conveyed a reproach:

“You ean trust me, Mr. MeHugh.”

“That's all right,” he said. “Now run
along home. Quaile will see that nothing
troubles you.”

She had controlled hersell. She fol-
lowed Quaile silently across the street
and entered & cab. When he was seated
beside her, the girl's attitude urged on
him an inereasing sympathy.

“You are nervy,” he said softly. “Most
women would have sereamed—made a
scene.”

Her hand moved, but she didn't an-
swer, or most of the ride, in fact, she
remained withdrawn in her corner. He
fancied that a more profound emotion
than fright held her so. He became a

; triﬂe ashamed of that unguarded moment

in the alley. In a sense, he was glad when
the cab drew up in a quiet side street he-
fore a big apartment-house. He helped
her to the sidewalk, and followed her to
the door, glancing up at the facade of the
apartment-house—a new building, evi-
dently expensive.

“This is where you live?”

She nodded.

“I wonder,” he went on hesitatingly,
“if sometime 1 might—"

“When things are a little more settled,”
she interrupted. “Perhaps after the open-
ing. I'd like you to come to tea.”

“You make it too remote," he objected.
“So much has happened to throw the
opening into doubt.”

“Then seon, if you wish,” she said, and
frankly offered her hand.

It was cold and lifeless in his grasp.
She drew it away and walked past the
waiting hall-boy at the door.

UAILE returned to the cab, and, as

the chauffeur drove him rapidly off, fell
into a revery, discontented, almost morbid.
At first his latest memories crowded his
mind. He no longer questioned the fact
that to-night a new element had entered
his life. He was not at all sure it was a
welcome one, that its ultimate resolution
wouldn't mean unhappiness. For he
could not think of Barbara without re-
calling MeHugh's misgivings. They
served to remind him, too, that he really
knew nothing about the girl except that
she was beautiful and possessed of a per-
sonality that had always appealed to him.
Whom she lived with, what interests her
non-professional life centered about, he
had no idea. At the first opportunity
he would accept that invitation, which he
had to all purposes forced from her.

Somewhere there must be an explanas~
tion of her moody and undependable
actions. He had a sudden fear that the
past might harbor it. Carlton’s death
had changed her. Did that suggest an
answer! Could there have been between
Barbara and Carlton a sympathy con-
oealed from the rest of the world?

He tried to put her from his mind. He
told himself that the reaction from his
experience in the theater, the dusk of the
alley, the strangeness of her presence
there, the anxiety it had suggested for
him, had all combined to fill him with &
sentimental folly without real foundation,
which consequently could not survive.
He was glad it had not carried him too
far. Nevertheless it worried him that
her bearing had forecasted an unfavorable
response.

At least, the incident had served for a
time, drug-like, to deaden the mental
pain of his vigil in the theater. That
surged back now with its impossible de-
tails, its impotent horror. He entered
apartment with eallous indifference. )
much had happened in the last few hours
that the prospect of the oecult bell had
ceased, for the moment, to terrify him,
Silence, hewever, pervaded the place.

In his bedroom, he faced a mirror.
His hands tightened on the edge of the
bureau. The countenance that stared
back was gray and marked by unfamilisr
lines. The eyes were blood-shot, the lids
twitched, Buddenly the face broke into
a cynical smile. There had flashed into

.
l
‘
-



